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COUNCIL GOVERNMENT VERSUS MAYOR 
GOVERNMENT. II. 

IV. 

WE pass now to a more theoretical discussion of the 
relations between the legislative and the executive 
authorities in municipal organization. While the advocates of 
an increase in the power of the mayor sometimes fail to present 
careful theoretical arguments in favor of their position, it seems 
possible to discover at the basis of their reasoning two general 
lines of thought, which, though often not sharply distinguished, 
are widely different and are even inconsistent with each other. 
The first is that based on the idea of the separation of powers. 
It holds that in municipal government, as in higher grades, we 
should aim to mark off, as distinctly as possible, the legislative 
from the executive sphere. The earlier system, which gave to 
the council the undivided authority, sinned against this prin- 
ciple ; and the present movement toward increasing the mayor's 
power seeks only to secure to the executive its proper coordi- 
nate position. The second line of thought is that based on 
the idea of the centralization of all power and responsibility. 
This idea may best be realized by making one man, the mayor, 
the dominant authority, relegating the council to a narrow 
sphere or abolishing it altogether. 

The present section will be devoted to a discussion of the 
first line of argument. The considerations which are advanced 
in favor of the separation of powers in municipal government 
may be grouped under three heads : (i) that thereby needed 
checks and balances are introduced ; (2) that thus a natural 
and advantageous division of labor is established ; (3) that this 
separation is necessary to prevent politics from interfering as 
to the personnel of the executive department. 

675 
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i. It is to be observed, in the first place, that, while the 
argument as to checks and balances is the one which above all 
others inclined our great national statesmen and constitution- 
framers to favor the separation of powers, it is often largely 
disregarded by those who urge that separation in municipal 
government. In our federal constitution the aim is not to 
make the legislature and the executive wholly independent of 
each other, but to give to each the means of restraining the 
other — partly, indeed, in order that it may thus protect its own 
relative independence, but still more in order that it may check 
hasty, unwise or unjust action. To the executive is given a 
veto on legislative acts. The legislature, along with important 
means of controlling the action of the executive, has power, 
through the Senate's right of confirming appointments, to 
influence materially its personnel as well. Many municipal 
reformers, on the other hand, favor doing away largely with 
these checks on governmental action — at least with those 
which the city council has possessed over the executive. They 
neglect thus the most important part of the argument for the 
separation of powers, and rest primarily on the ground that by 
such separation more efficient action will be secured. Con- 
firmation of appointments by the council is opposed by many 
who maintain that they have no desire whatever to rob that 
body of its proper share in the government. It is even urged 
by some that the power of the council to control the execu- 
tive by means of detailed legislation and the determination of 
expenditures should be restricted. In fact, those who take 
such a stand as this will usually be found to be at heart 
actuated, not by distrust of unrestricted power in govern- 
ment generally, but by distrust of the city council. Though 
they may talk of the separation of powers, their underlying 
principle is really centralization of authority and responsibility 
in the mayor and the restriction of the council to a sphere so 
small as to reduce its opportunity for harm to the minimum. 

There are others, however, who hold in all strictness that 
each branch of the municipal, as of the national, government 
should be able effectually to hold the other in check. They 
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would increase the power of the mayor only sufficiently to 
enable him properly to restrain the council. They oppose the 
European system of concentrating authority in the council, as 
contrary to this principle of checks and balances. It must be 
admitted that this position rests on a theory which seemed to 
our great constitutional statesmen fundamental, and which was 
once almost universally accepted by our citizens as a political 
axiom. Nevertheless, there are to-day not a few persons who 
are coming to believe that, even as to national and state gov- 
ernment, the advantages of checks and balances have been 
exaggerated and the disadvantages of parcelling out power 
overlooked ; while still more urge that, though the division of 
powers may be desirable in higher grades of government, it 
is superfluous and confusing in the simpler administration 
of the city. 

Historically the first movement toward the separation of 
powers aimed to check the tyranny of hereditary monarchs 
who had taken all governmental powers into their own hands. 
Over against the king was to be set an independent body rep- 
resenting the people. This motive for the division of powers 
no longer exists in its original form, at least in America. It is 
certainly not often alluded to in connection with municipal gov- 
ernment. In its classic form, however, the theory of checks 
and balances looks with the same distrust upon an unrestrained 
legislature as upon an unrestrained executive. No one govern- 
mental authority, it is held, however directly it may owe its 
position to the people, can be trusted faithfully to represent 
them. Self-interest, ignorance, passion may move an assembly, 
as well as a single individual, to act contrary to the popular 
will and welfare. We must make the legislative and executive 
authorities coordinate, giving to each enough power to restrain 
the other. 

This argument, which was once thought conclusive, is now 
being questioned in many quarters, even as to its application to 
national government. It is maintained that undue division of 
power not merely renders government less harmonious and 
efficient, — a point which will be discussed later, — but also 
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confuses responsibility and thus weakens that control of the 
people over their officers which was the very object of the sepa- 
ration of powers. Moreover, it tends to make the voters more 
careless as to whom they put in office, and it also, by requiring 
them to fill too many positions by their votes, hinders them in 
discriminating selection. Were all the responsibility for gov- 
ernment recognized as resting on a single authority, the people 
would be forced to make that central authority good and to 
devise means to control it. The parliamentary or cabinet sys- 
tem is specially held up, by writers on national constitutional 
law, as a method of introducing needed simplicity and responsi- 
bility into government. By this system there is a close union, 
not a separation, of legislative and executive authorities. The 
legislature is supreme : it chooses and controls the executive, 
while at the same time seeking its advice and leadership. The 
parliament holds the executive responsible for details ; the people 
hold the parliament responsible for the broad results of the 
entire administration. Further checks are unnecessary. The 
people of England, where the parliamentary system is best 
exemplified, have quite as thorough control over their govern- 
ment as is secured in America by the separation of powers. 

Though we may not admit that these arguments are con- 
vincing as regards national government, their force when 
applied to municipal government is much greater. Here there 
is less need of checks and balances. No sacred rights of 
life, liberty or property can be seriously affected by municipal 
authorities. The subjects with which they deal are relatively 
simple and conspicuous, and are confined within a small terri- 
torial space, so that the citizens are far more readily able to 
watch and criticise than in the case of the nation or the state. 
On the other hand, confusion of responsibility, which is the 
great disadvantage of piecemealing authority, is quite as likely 
to arise in a badly organized city government as in the state. 
Experience has shown that the people of a municipality are 
better able to select and to hold responsible one ruling author- 
ity than two or several. We need not go further into detail 
as to this argument here, for it has been of late so constantly 
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and vigorously urged in favor of concentrating authority and 
responsibility in the hands of the mayor that it is very gener- 
ally familiar. It is largely because it has so much real weight 
that the movement toward the centralization has grown so 
strong. I shall later attempt to show that the more effective 
method of securing responsibility is probably to centralize 
power in the council, rather than in the mayor ; but the argu- 
ment in favor of centralization, as opposed to division, is the 
same in the two cases. Divided responsibility is too often no 
responsibility at all. Should we decide that the council would 
be the best repository for the chief authority in the city, it 
might still be desirable to retain a limited checking power on 
the part of the mayor. He might well be given a suspensive 
veto, merely postponing action, subject to a second majority 
vote. But to permit the veto of the mayor to override two- 
thirds or three-fourths of the councilmen would be going much 
too far. Further checks on the council may, doubtless wisely, 
be supplied by the restrictions of state constitution and law, 
by state administrative supervision, and by the use of the 
optional initiative and referendum on important municipal ques- 
tions. All these would tend to prevent the council from acting 
contrary to the interests or wishes of the people. 

But, it will be rejoined by some, our aim should not be to 
make the control of the people over government so immediate 
as it would be if power were wholly centralized in one authority 
directly subject to the popular will. The people themselves 
need to be restrained — to be protected against their own gusts 
of fancy or of passion. Sudden changes in popular opinion 
or desire, mere temporary fluctuations in majorities, must not 
be allowed to imprint themselves at once upon government. 
Political parties must not be permitted to act too unrestrictedly. 
To this end, changes in the law should require the joint consent 
of several authorities, chosen in different ways and holding for 
different terms, so that not all of them will be likely to change 
in opinion at the same time. This is the argument now most 
relied upon by the more thoughtful publicists who support the 
American system of separation of powers. 
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We shall not discuss this problem in its broader phases, for 
it is one of the most controverted of political science. It is 
sufficient to point out that the argument has less application 
to municipal government than to the higher grades. The ques- 
tions which city voters are called on to decide are not, for the 
most part, such as to awaken strong feeling or to make sudden 
changes in policy likely or even possible. They are chiefly 
questions of business expediency, not of right or wrong or of 
personal liberties. Indeed, most of the functions of municipal 
administration are so technical in character, that questions of 
policy concerning them scarcely ever come before the people at 
all. The duty of the citizens is usually ended when they have 
chosen as officers of the city the best men possible, leaving 
them to manage its business. Political parties based on purely 
municipal questions are scarcely likely to become very perma- 
nent or very strong in their cleavage. The sudden changes in 
popular majorities that have been so frequent in the past, and 
that have had such an enormous influence on the character of 
many a city's administration, have been mainly due to the 
interference of national parties and to the spoils system. Such 
fluctuations are not nearly so apt to occur when we have learned 
to banish national parties from the municipal arena. This last 
argument, then, in favor of the check and balance system, that 
it is necessary as a restraint on the people, is even weaker as 
regards municipal government than the argument that each of 
the branches of government needs to be checked by the other, 
lest it act contrary to the popular will. Certain checks on the 
people may, indeed, be desirable, but they can be supplied by 
better means than extreme separation of powers. Some of 
these means have already been suggested. Others of no little 
effectiveness may be secured within the city council itself by 
proper methods of organization, especially by the system of 
proportional representation and by giving the members of the 
council long terms, with the provision that only a half or a third 
of them shall go out of office at each election. 

2. Separation of legislative and executive power is further 
advocated on the ground that thus is made a natural division 



No. 4-] COUNCIL VERSUS MAYOR. 68 1 

of labor which promotes the efficiency of government. Impor- 
tant subjects, affecting the general interests of the people and 
involving broad principles and policies, require, it is argued, 
the joint deliberation of a number of minds : in counsel is 
wisdom. On the other hand, the application of general norms 
to specific cases, the carrying out in detail of the policy laid 
down — these require technical knowledge and training, prompt- 
ness and vigor; they belong to individuals. The one class 
of functions is legislation ; the other, execution. The legis- 
lative body should not take upon itself executive functions ; 
the executive should not legislate. Neither is fitted for the 
other's task. Certain writers on municipal government, start- 
ing out with this principle, find that the work of governing a 
city involves but little true legislation — that it is primarily 
administrative. Some field is left for the city council, yet it 
is admitted to be so small as to offer little attraction to able 
men. This result these writers often deplore, but apparently 
see no remedy for it. It is strange that they should not pause 
to consider whether, after all, they have been correct in draw- 
ing their line between legislative and executive functions, or 
whether, supposing it to be drawn rightly, it is really essential 
to good government to exclude the council from executive work. 
As a matter of fact, the boundary between legislation and 
execution or, more properly, administration is by no means 
clear even in state and national government, and is still less so 
in city government. As often defined, legislation is the laying 
down of general principles and rules of conduct ; execution is 
their application to specific cases. But no sharp line sepa- 
rates the general from the specific. The legislature may con- 
tent itself with a few broad commands, leaving the executive 
wide discretion as to the manner of carrying them out ; or it 
may regulate the methods of action in minute detail, while yet 
not actually itself applying the law to individual cases. No 
political theorist can accurately determine just what particular 
things the legislature can do and still keep within the field of 
legislation. Constitutions have never succeeded in effectually 
marking off the two spheres, so that neither authority could 
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encroach on the functions intended for the other. The boun- 
dary between them is in practice settled in every case by the 
relative actual strength of the two branches — strength which 
depends on various elements, such as public opinion, personal 
force, or the bestowal on one or the other of certain definite 
prerogatives which can by no interpretation be encroached 
upon. 

Perhaps a more accurate definition than that given above 
would be this, that legislation is the exercise of discretionary 
authority in government, while execution is the purely minis- 
terial obedience to and carrying out of the commands given. 
But, while this definition might enable us to place certain par- 
ticular functions at the one extreme under legislation, and other 
particular functions at the other extreme under execution, an 
exceedingly wide area of debatable ground would still remain 
between them. Discretion, in fact, enters into almost every 
action ; cases differ only in degree, in the scope for deliberation. 
Very many acts performed by our so-called executive officers 
require, in greater or less degree, selection among alternatives, 
exercise of discretion. As to a great mass of functions, the 
only principle to guide us in assigning them respectively to 
legislature or executive is that of expediency. We must con- 
sider in each case how difficult and important is the discretion 
involved, how great the need of technical skill and prompt- 
ness, how far each branch of the government in fact possesses 
the qualities and the facilities needed for the particular task. 
Evidently the assignment must vary according to the character 
of the tasks which the authorities together are called upon to 
perform, and therefore must vary according to the grade of 
government involved. 

In the state or the nation there are many broad questions of 
policy to be decided. If the legislative body considers these 
properly, it will have no time for deliberation on less important, 
although still highly discretionary, matters. A considerable 
amount of discretion, of legislative power, if you choose so to 
call it, must be left to the executive. In some tasks which 
are assigned to it deliberation is so evidently required that the 
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department having charge of them is usually placed under a 
board, instead of an individual. Again, the state, and more 
especially the nation, has many functions which bring the 
executive in contact with external political powers. Action 
in regard to these functions often requires a promptness and 
secrecy which can be secured only through a single individual 
or a small group. 

For these two reasons, then, a considerable portion of dis- 
cretionary action is, in the higher grades of government, best 
intrusted to executive officers. 

Quite different, however, is the case of the city. Its field 
of action is different. Municipal government includes, perhaps, 
four classes of functions. First, there are broad questions of 
policy to be decided, but these are comparatively few. Next, 
the municipality is called upon to establish for its citizens 
many rules of conduct which, while relatively much less impor- 
tant, yet often apply to large numbers of cases and involve no 
little discretion. This, the function of ordinance-making (in 
the usual narrow municipal sense) is a large one, although its 
consequence has often been concealed by parcelling it out 
among various executive departments, particularly those of 
health and police. Far the greater part, however, of a city's 
activities has to do with specific business affairs. The third 
function of municipal officers is to deliberate concerning such 
matters, to determine what particular public works and services 
shall be undertaken (that is, the less important enterprises; 
the decision as to great business undertakings may be consid- 
ered as a policy-making action), to decide the precise manner 
in which the various enterprises shall be carried on and the 
amount of money which shall be expended upon them. Finally, 
the city has to enforce its ordinances in specific cases and to 
perform the actual technical and mechanical work in connection 
with its public works and services. Evidently the first of these 
four classes of functions is legislative ; and the last is executive, 
because it involves little discretion and requires technical skill. 
The debatable ground is as to the second and third classes. 
How shall these be grouped ? 



684 POLITICAL SCIENCE QUARTERLY. [Vol. XV. 

We may notice, in the first place, that few, if any, of the 
activities coming under these heads require that promptness 
and secrecy which are so often necessary in national govern- 
ment. A city has few outside relations. Even the citizen in 
his private business is more dependent on external forces : he 
may be compelled to make sudden and secret decisions, to seize 
momentary occasions; though in most cases he too will act 
most successfully if he take due time and consultation. The 
city much more rarely has anything to lose by failure to act on 
the spur of the moment, while the results of unwise decision 
are likely to be most serious. In the second place, while, 
were we to accept that distinction of legislation and execution 
based on the difference between the general and the specific, 
we should perhaps be fairly justified in placing the ordinance 
function under legislation and the business function under exe- 
cution ; on the other hand, the more accurate distinction based 
on the discretion involved will not enable us thus to distribute 
these functions. The activities of both classes demand discre- 
tion, sometimes more, sometimes less ; at the same time, they 
both require technical knowledge and experience. One of these 
functions is as appropriate for the legislative body as the other, 
while executive officers are as well fitted to perform the first 
as the second. The question whether the legislature or the 
executive of the city may be most wisely intrusted with the 
control of both functions, supposing that both must be given to 
one of these branches alone, is one which we shall discuss in the 
next section. But we may point out here that nothing in the 
nature of these two fields of action forces us to exclude the city 
council from either. Not being fully occupied, as is the state 
legislature, with larger questions of policy, it has the time itself 
to consider matters of a degree of minuteness and particularity 
which in the state must be left largely to executive officers. 
Especially weighty is the consideration, already alluded to, that, 
if the council be confined to the few broadest discretionary 
problems, its part in the government will be so small that its 
own character and influence are bound to decline. From him 
that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath. 
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An organ becomes strong in proportion to the amount and 
importance of its functions. Experience and theory alike teach 
us that we must give our city councils a material share in what 
we have been pleased to term administrative tasks, if we hope 
to interest the people in choosing good councilmen and to 
attract worthy and able men to that office. 

Even were it possible to mark off spheres of action, each of 
sufficient importance, for the council and the executive of the 
city, it by no means follows that it would be best to make the 
one as independent of the other as possible. In the decision 
of most municipal questions sound business judgment and 
deliberation and technical training and knowledge are alike 
desirable. Harmonious cooperation between legislature and 
executive is shown by the success of the cabinet system to 
be highly advantageous in promoting the efficiency of national 
government, and it is still more useful in the city. The Ger- 
man city organization shows us what can be accomplished by 
such a union. Every well-managed corporation shows this 
close relation between its board of directors and its professional 
officers. The government of a city is, after all, a single, not a 
divided thing : its different branches are members of one body. 
The municipal executive, if it be really composed of experi- 
enced and skilled officers, as in Germany, is the most intelli- 
gent initiator and guide of legislation. It is familiar with the 
needs of the city. Its technical skill will aid it in suggesting 
the best means of securing the ends sought, especially as to 
details. A competent legislative body, on the other hand, 
can furnish the sound judgment of men of thought and busi- 
ness ; it can often present points of view, even as to minor 
matters, which have never occurred to the administrator, with 
his narrower and more technical standpoint. It should be 
familiar, so far as may be, with the details of administrative 
methods, else it cannot act wisely on broader questions ; and 
this familiarity will be best promoted by constant contact with 
the executive officers. Furthermore, cooperation between 
executive and legislature will tend to increase efficiency, by 
eliminating those delays and deadlocks which are so apt to 
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occur where the two chief branches of government are largely 
separated and are furnished with the means of checking one 
another. How often have we Americans seen this difficulty, 
in every grade of our government ! 

It would seem, then, that in the city it is peculiarly difficult 
to distinguish properly between legislative and executive func- 
tions ; that there is no reason, in the nature of municipal activi- 
ties, for the exclusion of the council from the great majority of 
them ; and that efficiency is promoted rather by the harmonious 
cooperation than by the separation of the two great depart- 
ments of government. 

3. One further argument for a certain degree of separation 
of powers deserves careful consideration. It is that this sepa- 
ration is necessary in order to secure permanence and com- 
petence on the part of executive officers. Professor Goodnow 
especially has urged that, unless the " function of determining 
policy, which we may denominate politics," be sharply divided 
from that of executing the policy determined upon, " it is diffi- 
cult, if not impossible, to prevent politics from affecting admin- 
istration, not only in its action, but also in its organization, 
with the result that qualifications for even clerical and technical 
positions in the public service soon become political in char- 
acter." * This difficulty has the more serious results in muni- 
cipal administration because so much of it is of a technical 
character. While Professor Goodnow presents this point pri- 
marily as an argument in favor of removing from executive 
officers the power to determine policy, it appears likewise to 
bear on the question of giving to the legislature, if it be the 
one policy-making body, also a direct share in the administra- 
tion and control over its persontiel. Yet we may well ask 
ourselves whether the danger alluded to may not have been 
exaggerated. To make the qualifications for subordinate 
officers political in character, and their tenure, therefore, 
unstable, does not seem to be the necessary result of mingling 
politics with administration. It has grown rather from the 
corruption of politics, from the excess of party spirit and the 

1 Goodnow, Municipal Problems, pp. 221, 222. 
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management of parties for selfish and illegitimate ends. It 
can be largely done away with by general improvement in 
our political standards and conditions. Already, even as to 
the national government, where policy is all-important, the 
people are coming to realize that very few executive officers 
have anything to do with policy, and the civil-service-reform 
movement is the outcome. We have reason to hope that the 
time may soon come when our citizens will promptly repudiate 
party leaders who prostitute the civil service for personal and 
corrupt ends. Along with that change in sentiment will prob- 
ably come the exclusion of national parties from the municipal 
field. The questions of purely municipal policy which remain 
will be, as we have already pointed out, less important and 
burning. Scarcely an executive officer of the city, aside per- 
haps from the mayor, will need to be changed in order to 
effect a change in policy ; nor will the people tolerate removals 
on political grounds. 

Moreover, Professor Goodnow's argument has much more 
weight in favor of withdrawing the determination of policy 
from the executive than in favor of restricting the control 
of the council over the administration. As he points out, so 
long as relatively independent executive officers and boards pos- 
sessed large legislative powers, it was necessary to put new men 
in executive office in order to accomplish any change in policy. 
Again, were all power to determine policy in every branch of 
the administration, as well as responsibility for carrying it out, 
concentrated in the mayor, he would be so overburdened with 
labor that he could not carefully watch and direct his subordi- 
nates, and he would often be forced, in order to insure the 
carrying out of a new policy, to change at least the heads of 
departments. On the other hand, a council charged with the 
chief responsibility for the administration would be able to 
divide itself into committees to supervise the various depart- 
ments; and by its powers of ordinance-making, of issuing 
directions, of controlling expenditures, sanctioned by its ulti- 
mate authority to remove, it could more readily compel the 
executive officers to carry out its will. It would rarely have 
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need actually to change officials. Indeed, probably one of the 
most effective means of preventing opinions as to policy from 
being considered in connection with the qualifications of admin- 
istrative officers is to withdraw the temptation to apply such 
tests, by giving to the policy-making authority the most direct 
and thorough control over the administration. This is, doubt- 
less, in part the explanation of the stability of the English civil 
service, in all save its very highest positions. 

If the reasoning contained in the preceding paragraphs be 
correct, we seem justified in concluding that as regards city 
government the separation of powers contributes neither to 
safety, responsibility nor efficiency ; that, if the council is to be 
a power in government at all, the executive should act in har- 
mony with it and, apparently, under its thoroughgoing control. 
But we have not yet considered the question whether this, 
which may be called the cabinet system, is to be preferred to 
that which concentrates practically all authority in the mayor. 
We must, accordingly, turn to a discussion of the relative 
merits of the council and the mayor as the possessor of dis- 
cretionary power concerning the great mass of city activities 
— as the seat of the ultimate municipal authority. 

V 

Many arguments have been brought forward during the past 
few years in favor of concentrating in the mayor practically all 
power and responsibility in city government. Both the coun- 
cil system and that of coordinate powers are to yield to the 
"one-man system." In support of this position it is urged 
especially : (i) that better men can be elected to an all-power- 
ful mayoralty than to a city council ; (2) that a single individ- 
ual will more promptly, wisely and honestly decide questions 
and conduct administration ; (3) that responsibility to the 
people is more definite and more readily enforced when power 
is centered in one person than when it is divided. 

Those who bring forward criticisms upon these arguments 
must not be supposed to maintain that ideally perfect govern- 
ment can be secured by giving the city council the controlling 
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power. No form of government supported by imperfect men 
can be faultless ; and, where the general level of political moral- 
ity is low, the sins of rulers are sure to be many. We merely 
seek to show that, in view of the nature of human beings and 
of human institutions, we may, generally speaking, expect 
better results where the chief authority in government, whether 
of the nation or of the city, is trusted to a representative body 
than where it is trusted to a single individual. 

1. The first contention of those who favor concentration of 
power in the mayor is that the people are better able to elect 
one good and capable officer than they are to choose a num- 
ber of such men. The masses of the voters, they point out, 
cannot be acquainted with the merits of any large number 
of candidates. They can decide only simple issues, choose 
between few alternatives. To require them to elect numerous 
officers at one time is to confuse them and to further purely 
partisan voting. If only a single all-important officer is to be 
chosen, none but the most conspicuous citizens, known of all 
men, will stand any chance of election, and only such candi- 
dates will be presented. Because of the immense power of the 
mayor, the ablest men will be glad to leave business or pro- 
fession to serve in that capacity. Because the entire character 
of the administration depends upon him, the people will demand 
a wise and upright man for the position. 

This line of argument is perfectly valid against the vicious 
practice of calling on the citizens to elect directly a large 
number of men for different executive positions, especially 
where technical qualifications are required for such offices. 
But the voters need not encounter the same difficulty in choos- 
ing councilmen. The single-district system, to be sure, by 
which each voter casts his ballot for only one member of the 
council, has been, and not without warrant, very generally dis- 
credited. But if the individual elector is called upon to vote 
only for one or two executive officers (if it still seems wise to 
have these chosen by the people directly) and for a moderate 
number of councilmen, whether from the city at large or from 
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large districts or from both, he can reasonably be expected to 
be fairly familiar with the candidates and fairly able to discrimi- 
nate among them, the more so as the qualities chiefly re- 
quired for councilmen are that general business ability and 
integrity which make men well known in private life. If the 
council be really the chief city authority, able men will be 
attracted to its membership, particularly if it be the custom to 
require conspicuous service in the council as a stepping-stone 
to the mayoralty. Under these conditions, too, the people will 
recognize the necessity of electing able men just as truly as 
where power is concentrated in the hands of the mayor. In 
this regard the experience of European cities is certainly 
enlightening. 

A still stronger criticism, however, may be made upon the 
position above outlined. To intrust all power to the mayor 
is to stake the entire welfare of the administration at each 
election on a single turn of the die. It is, as Bryce calls it, 
a "cure or kill system"; and we are scarcely ready to believe 
that our disease has reached so desperate a stage as to demand 
such treatment. A beneficent and intelligent dictator may 
give, so far as mere external results go, the best of all pos- 
sible administrations, but a corrupt or incompetent one will do 
incalculable injury. The immense power of the mayoralty will 
cause the boss and the spoilsman to use every effort, every 
device, to secure control of it. Too often they will succeed 
in overpowering or deluding the friends of good government. 
The showy gifts of a demagogue are likely to be more success- 
ful in winning voters than the conservative business sense and 
integrity needed for the chief of a city administration. If the 
council be made the ruling power, on the other hand, the prin- 
ciple of probabilities will lead us to expect that at least a cer- 
tain proportion of its members will at all times be honest and 
capable men ; and these, even though in the minority, can 
check the worst abuses of their fellows. Some sections of 
the city, some groups of voters, are almost sure to send good 
men to the council ; and this result may be made still more 
certain by a proper system of representation which shall tend 
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to check the power of parties. It may, perhaps, be that in 
some of our cities the evils have reached such a pitch that 
they can be coped with only by temporary resort to dictator- 
ship. When the people become suddenly aroused to the 
immensity of their need, they are in a fit mood to choose 
their best fellow-citizen to clean out, with unrestricted power, 
the Augean stables. At such a time, too, a willing and mighty 
Hercules is likely to be forthcoming. But when the crisis is 
ended, when the people have fallen back into their customary 
frame of mind, it is time for the dictator to lay down his 
sceptre and for popular government to be restored. If dicta- 
torial power be still conferred upon rulers, when the condi- 
tions calling for it and favoring its success no longer exist, 
tyranny and corruption are sure — occasionally, if not usually 
— to result. 

2. But it will be replied, granting that there are risks in 
concentrating great authority in a single individual, yet on the 
average good and honest men will be elected to the mayoralty 
as often as to the council ; and the same amount of ability and 
honesty in a single person will accomplish better results than 
in a body. This is especially true because most municipal 
functions are in their nature administrative, executive. They 
call for technical training and skill, for promptness, for vigor 
in the direction of subordinates — qualities which are more apt 
to be found in an individual than in an assembly. Some go 
still further and hold that the same abilities which fit a man 
for administrative work qualify him also for the decision of the 
more discretionary matters of municipal government; or, at 
least, that it is safer to intrust them to the mayor than to a 
council which is limited to the strictly legislative function, since 
good men cannot be secured for a body having such a relatively 
small sphere of action. 

The discussion in the preceding section as to the separation 
of powers has cleared the ground for the consideration of this 
position. We have seen that a sharp distinction of executive 
from legislative functions is practically impossible, especially 
in the city. We have seen that, while there certainly is a great 
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amount of municipal work of a purely technical and ministerial 
character, calling for performance by strictly executive officers, 
there are also two wide ranges of activities, having to do with 
the regulation of private conduct and with public works and 
services, which require discretion and sound judgment, as well 
as technical ability and training. We have observed that the 
performance of these functions rarely demands that promptness 
and secrecy which are to be secured only by individual action — 
that there is, indeed, no reason why the city council should be 
excluded from these fields, unless it can be shown that its 
action is likely to be less wise and upright than that of the 
executive. Finally, it has been noticed that, even if the ultimate 
discretionary authority regarding such matters be given to the 
council, it is by no means forced to act without the guidance 
of trained and expert administrative officers. The real question 
for us to decide, therefore, is whether in the city it is wiser 
and safer to intrust the final decision of ordinary discre- 
tionary questions and the ultimate responsibility for the general 
administration to a representative body, properly aided by the 
executive, or to intrust them primarily to the mayor alone. 

We may observe, in the first place, that, even were it shown 
that the mayor possessed the necessary qualifications for deter- 
mining all discretionary matters, yet to throw them all upon 
him, in addition to the duty of supervising the entire adminis- 
tration on its more technical side, would be to impose a burden 
almost, if not quite, beyond the capacity of any man. There 
needs to be a proper division of labor in municipal adminis- 
tration. All are agreed that no considerable discretion may 
wisely be left to other executive officers than the mayor ; and 
thus the council remains as its natural and proper repository. 

But it cannot be admitted that a single individual, even had 
he the necessary time, is as well fitted as a body to be trusted 
with deliberative authority and general responsibility for gov- 
ernment, whether in the nation, the state or the city. The 
opinion of philosophers and statesmen from the earliest days, 
the opinion of democratic peoples everywhere, has been that 
the judgment of several or many is apt to be both more wise 
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and more upright than that of one. This belief rests alike on 
psychological analysis and on political experience. No single 
person is likely to possess sufficient wisdom and information as 
to any one subject coming under the sphere of government, 
much less as to all such subjects. He cannot be familiar with 
all facts, all arguments and points of view. However honest 
he may be, he will be prejudiced by the natural bent of his 
mind, by his training and by his environment. The " personal 
equation " will have too large an influence in his action. In 
a body, on the other hand, the different members are specially 
familiar with different subjects; they have different points of 
view and different mental characteristics — the more so where, 
as is likely to be the case in a city council, they come from 
different classes, occupations and sections. In debate among 
such men their collective knowledge and judgment are brought 
forth. Prejudice meets opposing prejudice and both are neutral- 
ized. The personal equation is largely eliminated. In the 
crucible of debate it may be hoped that the best elements from 
each ingredient will be drawn out and fused together — that 
the dross of each will be rejected or consumed. 

A similar line of reasoning goes to show that the action of 
a body is more likely to be honest and upright than that of an 
individual. In a private corporation the interests of a single 
person placed at its head may be so completely identical with 
those of the other stockholders that he can be trusted to act, 
at least to the best of his ability, for the welfare of the whole. 
But in a political corporation the interests of officers are by no 
means sure to be, at any rate in their own eyes, identical with 
those of the people. A ruler is assailed by a thousand sinister 
influences from within and from without. An all-powerful 
mayor will not only be tempted to use his authority for his 
own pecuniary or political advantage ; but his friends, his party, 
his "boss," those who have aided him in securing election, 
will bring pressure to bear on him at a thousand points. 
Against such influences there is little to oppose save his own 
character and will. In a body, on the other hand, interest 
meets opposing interest. The evil motives of some members 
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find themselves counteracted alike by the good motives of their 
more upright fellows and by the conflicting evil motives of 
others. A few honest men in a city council can, by appeal to 
public opinion or in extreme cases to the courts, do much 
to check corrupt schemes. The various parties and groups 
will each act as a check on the others' extremes of partisan- 
ship. Log-rolling there may be, indeed, between members and 
groups having differing self-regarding ends, but evil influences 
will generate more friction in the process than where they all 
act on a single will. 

Another important consideration in favor of intrusting dis- 
cretionary authority to a body, rather than an individual, is that 
thereby greater continuity is secured. If the mayoralty be 
made the chief power in the city, then as often as its incumbent 
is changed, — and this is likely to occur frequently, — there will 
probably be changes in policy, both as to ends and as to 
methods, which will seriously interfere with the efficiency of 
the public services. Moreover, each new mayor will be lack- 
ing in experience, especially where it has been his conspicuous- 
ness in private, rather than public, business that has won for 
him his office, and he will have to spend much of his term in 
learning the most elementary lessons as to his duties. Every 
one of our municipalities has had this experience with its 
mayors. But if the city council be made the ruling authority, 
and particularly if it be organized by a system of only partial 
renewal at each election, with a special view to promoting 
continuity, a certain amount of practical experience will always 
be found among its members. Hence revolutions in policy 
will be far less probable ; and a consistent and continuous 
corporate administration, as distinguished from a series of 
individual administrations, will be possible. 

Finally, a body is to be preferred to a single individual because 
it is apt more truly to represent the people. This point is of 
less importance as regards minor matters of discretion, for as 
to these the masses of the people have practically no opinions 
or wishes. But as to broad questions of policy it should be 
conclusive, at least to those who believe at all in democratic 
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government. The very conception of representation of the 
people has always been held to imply a somewhat numerous 
body. A single individual may, indeed, represent the wishes 
of a majority as to one or a few matters ; but he can scarcely 
understand the opinions and desires of the entire body of 
citizens as to any considerable number of subjects ; while, 
even could he understand them, his prejudices and interests 
would probably prevent him from properly weighing and fol- 
lowing them. And we must remember that, in municipal 
government particularly, there is not likely to be any one issue 
so predominant that a single mandate to a single individual 
is a sufficient expression of the will of the people. Public 
opinion and will are averages or compounds of many opinions 
and wills, individual and collective. They can be ascertained 
and expressed only by the coming together of men from dif- 
ferent classes, interests, occupations and districts. Especially 
important has the representative principle always appeared as 
regards the control of the public purse. No taxation without 
representation. And it has remained for framers of municipal 
charters in the latter part of the nineteenth century to dis- 
cover that this demand may be sufficiently met by intrusting 
the chief power as to the finances, not to the discretion of 
a body of considerable numbers, in touch with the different 
thoughts and wishes of the citizens, but to a small group of 
executive officers who are themselves to spend most of the 
money raised and appropriated. 

The argument thus presented will appear the stronger to 
those who believe that true representation demands something 
more than the placing in office of men who can command the 
votes of a majority or a mere plurality of the citizens. This is 
no place to discuss the subject of proportional representation of 
parties and interests, but attention may be called to the obvious 
fact that anything of the sort is utterly impossible under the 
one-man system. There seems to me no doubt that the advan- 
tages of the council system in city government would be greatly 
enhanced by some method of proportional representation. 

We may, perhaps, make clearer by a concrete illustration the 
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advantages which have been set forth as belonging to corporate 
action — advantages which are, of course, greatly increased 
where the deliberative body has the constant advice and cooper- 
ation of trained executive officers. The question of construct- 
ing a water system is before a city. Experts must be called on 
for information as to the anticipated advantages, in public health 
and convenience, and as to the merits and cost of different 
systems. But only the city council, a body of representative 
citizens, can know the wishes of the people, can wisely decide 
whether the need is great enough to justify the outlay and can 
determine what system is within the means of the city. The 
project decided upon, contracts are to be let. The specifications 
must be drawn by professional executive officers, who must 
also advise as to the merits of the various bids. But a single 
individual, however expert, is too apt to be moved by sinister 
influences in allotting a contract. The integrity of a body can- 
not be so readily assailed. Its different members, swayed by 
conflicting motives, will check one another. When the works 
are completed, the question of charges will arise. Experts can 
best estimate the cost of service, the relative quantities of water 
to be consumed by various classes of customers and the prob- 
able revenue under different tariffs. But only a representative 
body of citizens can properly decide, on the basis of public 
opinion and of sound judgment involving social as well as busi- 
ness considerations, such questions as the proportion, if any, of 
the expense to be thrown on the general tax levy and the rela- 
tive shares to be charged upon the various classes of consumers. 
Similar reasoning applies to such minor discretionary matters 
as extensions of mains to particular streets, purchases of sup- 
plies, regulations as to the use of water, etc. These call not 
only for technical knowledge but for broad common-sense, care- 
ful deliberation, and representation of different interests and 
districts ; and therefore they seem to require the action of a 
deliberative body, guided by professional officers. If the entire 
body cannot afford the time for such discussion, the various 
questions of this kind may be divided among its committees. 
Finally, there is the detailed work, mechanical, technical and 
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financial, in the conduct of the water plant. The keeping of 
accounts, the preparation of plans, the laying of pipes, the 
cleaning of reservoirs — these evidently require technical 
mental or physical ability and training ; and they demand the 
entire time of the persons engaged, whether in supervision and 
direction or in manual labor. Such tasks obviously belong 
to executive officers and employees. Some discretion is, of 
course, involved, but its scope is so narrow that it can be safely 
intrusted to individuals. Nevertheless, even within this smaller 
field, individuals need the oversight and control of higher author- 
ities. There will be opportunities for speculation, for shirking 
and carelessness, for errors in judgment, for modifying the 
expressed policy in its actual execution, which can be checked 
only by constant supervision. Lower officers must be con- 
trolled by higher executive officers ; and these, since there is 
no one else to control them, must be subject to the council and 
its committees. 

The force of this illustration will appear the stronger, when 
we observe that precisely analogous to the methods of action 
suggested would ordinarily be those of a private corporation 
undertaking a similar enterprise. It has again and again been 
pointed out, in the discussion of municipal government, and it 
has never been seriously controverted, that nearly all corpora- 
tions give ultimate discretionary power, not merely as to broad 
policies, but as to all save the least important matters of admin- 
istration, to a representative board of directors, not to single 
individuals ; and that, at the same time, they bring the action 
of all executive officers under the supervision and control of 
that body. 

3. To the line of argument in the preceding paragraphs it 
will, however, be objected that, even granting the advantages 
of corporate action which have been pointed out, they are out- 
weighed by the fact that it is far more difficult to hold a body 
than to hold an individual responsible to the people. Respon- 
sibility, it is urged, cannot be definitely located in a legislative 
body. Its acts will be the resultants of shifting combinations 
of individuals, groups and parties, each of which will lay the 
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blame for unwise and corrupt measures or for general misgov- 
ernment on the other, so that the people will be unable to distin- 
guish the truth amid the confusion of numbers. On the other 
hand, we are told, if the entire control of the administration 
be given to the mayor, responsibility will be fixed with absolute 
dehniteness. The chief executive will have it in his power to 
check, if he will, any neglect or wrongdoing on the part of his 
subordinates. If he fails to do so, the people can hold him, and 
him alone, responsible. Public opinion can be brought to bear 
sharply and directly upon him. If he disregard it, he may be 
punished effectively at the next election. The people will have 
only themselves to blame, if they fail to discover mal-adminis- 
tration and to root out its source. 

Plausible as are these considerations, there is reason to 
believe that the effectiveness of the responsibility which may 
be secured by the mayor system has been overestimated ; and 
that, on the other hand, if a representative council be given the 
all-controlling authority, it may be made quite as clearly respon- 
sible and as thoroughly amenable to public control as the mayor 
himself. 

As a matter of fact, the control which the people are fitted 
to exercise over city administration is of a very rough nature, 
not thorough and minute. The mass of the citizens can judge 
fairly well the general character of the administration ; but they 
have not the time or the interest to watch details, even such 
as are important. What is everybody's business is nobody's 
business. The people cannot consider many facts at the same 
time. They lack knowledge and facilities for observation which 
are necessary to form a proper basis for judgment. The 
relative ineffectiveness of the control which they are thus by 
nature fitted to exercise over administration is greatly increased 
by the impossibility of directly expressing their judgment and 
enforcing their will, except at the occasional intervals of elec- 
tions. Public opinion, even though clear and strong, is often 
defied with impunity by municipal officers, who may care little 
for reelection, if they can feather their nests well during their 
years of unrestrained sway. " What are you going to do about 
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it ? " they ask with Boss Tweed. Moreover, the voters are 
forgetful and easily deceived by a few clever strokes at the end 
of a bad administration. More than once has Tammany Hall, 
just before election, by fixing a low tax rate (usually deceptive) 
or by a temporary improvement in some public service, drawn 
back to its support thousands who had been disaffected by 
earlier abuses. 1 

These considerations show that the control of the people 
over the details of government must be exercised indirectly, 
rather than directly, by giving some one authority general 
and thorough control over them and holding it responsible 
for broad results. This authority must be either the council 
or the mayor. There are several reasons why, merely for 
the purpose of securing responsibility, the former is to be 
preferred. In the first place, if we are convinced that the 
function of determining broad policies should be given to a 
representative body, — and few of the advocates of mayor rule 
are quite ready to take away that field from the council, — har- 
mony and efficiency in government may be best secured by 
giving to such a body also ultimate control over the adminis- 
tration. In no other way can there be certainty that the 
policy determined upon will be actually carried out. Professor 
Goodnow has recently pointed out with great force how readily 
executive officers, if uncontrolled, may wilfully fail to carry out 
the clearly expressed purpose of the legislature and of the peo- 
ple. He shows, further, that political parties have done much to 
bring about harmony between the authorities having the deter- 
mination of policy and those charged with its execution, supply- 
ing a control which the legislature itself did not possess. While 
we may perhaps concede, as to national politics, the further 
contention of Professor Goodnow, that we must continue to 
rely largely on parties to perform this service, there certainly 
seems ground for belief that in our city governments political 
parties can properly, and that they will in time, be made a 
factor of much less importance. When that time has come, the 

1 See, for example, instances cited in the writer's Finances of New York City, 
pp. 124-134, 197, 275" 2 77- 
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people may be ripe for giving thorough control over the execu- 
tive to the municipal legislature. 

In the second place, as already suggested, if the council is 
to be given the sphere of determining general policies of the 
city, it must also be given other functions — must be allowed an 
active part in administration, in order that it may have enough 
to do. In no other way can the position of the council be made 
of sufficient importance to keep its character high. Again, a 
representative assembly is, by its very character, better fitted 
than an individual for this task of criticising and control- 
ling administration. All the characteristics which have been 
pointed out as qualifying such a body for discretionary action 
apply here. An assembly is argus-eyed; by subdivision of 
labor it can accomplish more than any one person. Collusion 
with those whom it is its duty to supervise is less possible than 
for a single individual. The superiority of the council over 
the body of the citizens for the task of controlling the details 
of administration is specially noteworthy. It has time and 
motive, and may have opportunities — all of which are lacking 
to the unofficial citizens — to watch and investigate. Its sur- 
veillance is continuous, not spasmodic; and it can, if properly 
empowered, enforce at all times the responsibility of executive 
officers to itself. The working of the English national consti- 
tution and of the English and German municipal organization 
shows how effective and beneficial may be the control of the 
legislative body over the administration. 

Finally, it seems probable, contrary to the assertion so often 
heard nowadays, that a representative body itself can be held 
even more effectively responsible to the people for the broad 
results of government than can an individual. This is espe- 
cially because of the publicity which attaches to its delibera- 
tions. An all-ruling mayor does not make known to the 
world the motives and arguments which influence his actions. 
Indeed, of most of his decisions themselves there is no pub- 
lic record. He consults and directs his subordinates, often 
by word of mouth, in private. He has it, moreover, largely 
in his power to conceal even the results of his acts — the 
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true working of the administration. The deliberations of a 
city council, on the other hand, are in open meeting and may 
be followed by all citizens. Official public records are made 
of its acts. Even were the majority inclined to deceive the 
people as to their motives and as to the actual condition of 
municipal affairs, the minority will probable disclose them, 
both in the sessions of the council and outside. This publicity 
of a representative body makes it possible for the people to 
watch the members individually and collectively. The entire 
city, and especially the respective constituencies, can keep an 
eye on the record of each councilman. More important is 
the control which can be exercised over the body collectively 
and over the parties into which it may be divided. Corpo- 
rate responsibility may be as truly a unit as individual re- 
sponsibility. If the city is misgoverned generally or in some 
particular regard, the people are justified in laying the blame 
on the council, as a body, or on the majority — usually a fairly 
definite group — by which it is controlled. They can condemn 
the entire body, or its majority, at the bar of public opinion 
— can turn it out of office at the next election, if it fails to 
mend its ways. Responsibility to the people is just as defi- 
nite, and just as readily enforced, in European cities where 
the council is the one central authority, as it is in any Ameri- 
can city under the most thoroughgoing one-man rule. National 
legislative bodies the world over are held, if not perfectly 
responsible to the citizens, at least as effectively responsible 
as any autocratic mayor ever has been. 

If, on the basis of such arguments as these, the city council 
should be recognized as the proper policy-determining author- 
ity in the city and, still more, as the proper repository of 
ultimate control over and responsibility for the executive ad- 
ministration, it would apparently follow that the council should 
be given some control, direct or indirect, over the personnel 
of the executive. This suggestion, to be sure, goes directly 
contrary to one of the most ardently advocated tenets of many 
municipal reformers, who have declared that the mayor should 
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have sole and absolute power of appointment and removal, 
while being himself neither appointed nor removable by the 
city council. Their position is, indeed, the logical outcome of 
the theory that the mayor should be made primarily respon- 
sible for both the policy and the administration of the city; 
but it falls at once, when the principle of holding the council 
responsible for either or both is accepted. The council cannot 
justly be blamed for the conduct of officers over whose tenure 
it has no control. Moreover, we may even venture to confront 
those who favor giving the sole power of appointment and 
removal to the mayor with the assertion that there is no other 
power whose unrestrained exercise by a single man is so danger- 
ous. There is nothing which corrupt and self-seeking men desire 
more than to secure public office. Its possession means salary, 
with control over men and over money. Pressure of every 
sort will be brought to bear on the appointing power. Claims 
of friendship, of political service, of pre-election promises, will 
be advanced ; even pecuniary inducements will be offered. He 
must be an exceptionally strong and upright man who, having 
the sole disposition of offices, can resist these influences, espe- 
cially who can resist the temptation to use his appointing 
power to further his own political aspirations. In New York 
we have recently seen a man who had been elected to the 
mayoralty on a reform platform, with intentions doubtless as 
upright as can often be hoped for in any officer, practically 
forced to make many partisan appointments. On the other 
hand, those characteristics of the action of a body which we 
have already pointed out as tending to check personal and dis- 
honest motives will make it a safer repository of the ultimate 
power of determining who shall hold executive office — a fact 
which is abundantly evidenced by the purity of the civil service 
in English and German cities. 

That the city council should have final control over the per- 
sonnel of the executive does not, however, imply that it should 
to any great extent exercise directly the power of appointment 
and removal. It is, indeed, fairly well fitted — vastly more so 
than the general body of the citizens — to select a moderate 
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number of leading officers, even those requiring somewhat 
technical qualifications. Nevertheless, it will act more wisely, 
in making most appointments, if it be guided largely by the 
advice of the mayor or other executive officers ; and it is prob- 
able that, if the council have other effective means of control- 
ling the administration, its part here may well be confined to 
confirming nominations made by the mayor. Whether the 
council choose directly or merely confirm, its own action will 
best be limited to a relatively small number of offices, higher 
officers being allowed, in connection with proper tests of merit, 
to name their subordinates, and being held responsible by the 
council for the results of their selections. Indeed, were the 
council endowed with the absolute authority to remove, for 
assigned cause, any executive officer, not excepting the mayor, 
it would possibly be able to exercise sufficient control over the 
administration by this means alone, and could safely leave 
to the mayor the sole appointing power. Whatever be the 
method of appointment, the council ought to possess this gen- 
eral power of removal, and ought likewise to be the court of 
final appeal in case of removals made by the mayor and other 
executive officers. By no other means can the control of the 
council over the administration be thoroughly effective. 

While control by the city council over the tenure of execu- 
tive officers seems thus desirable, the nature of municipal 
functions is such that frequent change, even of the more 
important and discretionary officers, is unnecessary and unde- 
sirable. Relative permanence of tenure is needed in almost 
every department, in order to develop technical skill and to 
induce able men to enter official life as a career. As to many 
classes of functions, at any rate, there is not sufficient room 
for differences of policy between the legislature and the execu- 
tive officer in charge to warrant a change in the office after 
the election of a new council. We have already suggested 
that, if the council had general authority over the entire 
administration, it would probably have less need and less desire 
to make frequent changes in executive officers than is apt to 
be the case under the one-man system. 



704 POLITICAL SCIENCE QUARTERLY. [Vol. XV. 

To summarize, the arguments in this section have sought to 
show that, in determining the numerous discretionary matters 
of city government, the city council, a deliberative body, will 
be more likely than an individual to act wisely, uprightly and 
in accordance with the wishes of the people, though it should 
also seek expert advice and guidance from administrative 
officers. Able and worthy men can be elected to a powerful 
council as readily as to the mayoralty, and the risk is less 
than where dictatorial power is conferred on one man. The 
council, too, is well fitted to supervise the administration gen- 
erally, while it can itself be held responsible to the people — 
perhaps even more effectively than the mayor. And, finally, if 
the council be endowed with such general control and respon- 
sibility, it must also possess material power, in one form or 
another, of influencing the personnel of the executive. As was 
suggested in section IV, some arrangement similar to the cabi- 
net system would probably give the most satisfactory results 
in city government. 

VI. 

At the close of this somewhat prolonged discussion, many 
critics will doubtless be inclined to dismiss it all with the 
remark that the defenders of the council are, after all, mere 
political theorists, not practical men of affairs ; that those who 
have actually taken part in the struggle for good city govern- 
ment have been driven by the stern realities of experience to 
distrust the council and to favor an increase in the power of the 
mayor. These critics grant that the mayor system does not give 
ideal results, that incompetent and unworthy men often get into 
office and abuse their extensive powers ; but, for all that, they 
argue, the mayor has shown himself to be far more worthy of 
trust than the council, which has never been competent or 
upright. Moreover, to point to European experience is dis- 
tinctly the mark of the unpractical theorist. Each country 
must work out its own problems according to its own condi- 
tions and traditions. Finally, it will be said, the more general 
discussion in the last two sections, particularly that as to the 
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relative merits of a body and of an individual, rests on abstract 
assumptions as to human nature and as to governmental func- 
tions ; and all this, essentially a priori and deductive, will not 
stand the test of actual political and municipal experience. 

To this criticism it may be replied that true political theory 
is nothing else than analysis of and generalization from actual 
experience. It claims no weight unless it takes into considera- 
tion the practical conditions under which government works. 
Nevertheless, political theorists maintain that as to every ques- 
tion a broad point of view should be taken. Wisdom must be 
sought from every quarter ; judgment must be based on wider 
experience than has come under the observation of many so- 
called practical men. It is believed that the general principles 
which have been laid down in the preceding paragraphs, while 
not absolute, are for the most part such generalizations from 
the broad political experience of the world, both as to muni- 
cipal government and as to government in general. It is not, 
of course, maintained that to give large powers to the council 
will in itself secure ideal administration, or that concentration 
of authority in the mayor will always lead to abuse ; but simply 
that in the long run it is safer to intrust controlling authority 
to a body than to an individual. 

American experience in city government itself furnishes 
abundant illustration, to those who will not refuse to open 
their eyes, of every evil which has been pointed out as likely 
to come from undue separation of executive from legislative 
authority, and especially of every evil resulting from centraliz- 
ing power in the mayor alone. The experience of various 
American cities under the one-man system ought to make 
even the most doughty of its champions somewhat less enthu- 
siastic in their claims. As to the council, it has never had 
a fair trial in America. Without sufficient authority to attract 
able men or to interest the people in electing them, without 
a proper form of organization, it is small wonder that our 
councils have degenerated and have greatly abused their few 
remaining powers. European experience, on the other hand, 
bears evidence to every point of superiority which has been 
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claimed for council action — evidence which might readily have 
been cited in greater detail. Different as may be the con- 
ditions in the cities of Europe, we are not justified in wholly 
disregarding the lessons they have learned. The general prin- 
ciples of human nature and of politics, the broad problems of 
municipal government, are essentially the same on both sides 
of the Atlantic. 

But we are not confined to municipal experience alone as a 
basis for generalization. City government is not fundamentally 
different in its nature from state or national government. The 
scope of its activities is, to be sure, somewhat different ; and for 
that reason some of the devices of organization and of method 
which are desirable in the higher grades of government are super- 
fluous or disadvantageous here. But, after all, there is a broad 
similarity in the nature of the functions which every government 
is called on to perform. Everywhere there is to be exercise of 
compulsory power, expenditure of public money, appointment 
to public office. Everywhere, too, the same general character- 
istics of human action, individual and collective, are to be found. 
In all grades of government, broadly speaking, similar forms of 
organization are needed to perform similar functions under simi- 
lar conditions. The principles which have above been laid 
down as to political action arc not a priori assumptions. They 
are the broad generalizations which the race has made as the 
result of its entire political experience — generalizations which 
rest on such universal induction that people treat them as 
if they were axioms. They apply to municipal government 
because they apply to all government. The experience of the 
whole world from the earliest times has been that, where a 
people is in any degree fitted for self-government, a representa- 
tive body can be more safely trusted to carry out its will, to 
deliberate wisely and uprightly, than any one individual. 

It is the universality of this experience which has brought it 
about that, wherever the people have risen sufficiently in intel- 
ligence and in power, they have replaced the one-man authority 
by that of deliberative assemblies. If democracies had found 
it impossible to elect representatives who could be trusted, 
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impossible to locate and enforce responsibility in representative 
bodies, evolution would long since have discarded such assemblies 
as unfitted to survive. Not, indeed, that representative govern- 
ment has ever worked perfectly. Its shortcomings are to-day 
numerous and manifest. Representatives often enough fail to 
carry out the will of the people; ignorance, thoughtlessness, 
and corruption too frequently influence their action. The 
people themselves are not ripe for ideal democracy. They are 
not yet fitted to exercise thorough control over their representa- 
tives ; even were they able to do so, they themselves would too 
often act hastily, unwisely, selfishly. Party and class prejudice 
are everywhere rife ; indeed, modern industrial conditions have 
stimulated them and have at the same time increased immensely 
the difficulty and complexity of our political problems. The 
task of democracy is to-day so much harder than ever before 
that we need not wonder that it is sometimes but rudely per- 
formed. Not a few persons, indeed, feel a profound distrust 
of the people and advocate, even for the higher grades of 
government, greater resort to absolute power. The movement 
toward concentrating authority in the mayor finds its strongest 
theoretical supporters among those who take this attitude. It 
is really a movement away from popular government. 

But democracy has come, and has come to stay. Imperfectly 
qualified as the people may be for governing themselves, yet 
only by so doing can they best protect their own interests against 
tyrannical abuse — only so can they themselves best develop in 
political intelligence, independence and morality. It is the chief 
boast of democracy that it makes men, and not subjects. Democ- 
racy can be rendered more successful only by giving it freer 
scope, not by restricting it. As the people share more largely 
in government, they will gradually learn to govern more wisely. 
That form of government is best, whether in the state or in 
the city, which will force the citizens to give the most thought 
to public affairs and which will bring as great a number of them 
as possible into actual participation in public service. The 
mayor system is a device to save the people much of the trouble 
of governing themselves ; but it is sure to result ultimately in 
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lowering their ability to govern themselves. The way to reform 
our legislative bodies is not to transfer power from them to single 
individuals, but to increase their authority. At the same time, 
devices must be introduced for holding representatives more 
strictly under popular control ; and the people themselves must 
by degrees be educated to greater fitness for selecting good 
representatives, for controlling them and for determining broad 
political questions. 

Those who advocate increasing the power of the city council 
are, then, not mere theorists or idealists ; they rest on the wide 
experience of the race. Still less are they open to the charge, 
so often made, that they would have us imitate foreign models, 
copy institutions belonging to " effete monarchies," regardless 
of American traditions. The representative assembly is par 
excellence American ; one-man power is as conspicuously un- 
American. The Anglo-Saxon peoples have been, on both sides 
of the Atlantic, the torchbearers of democracy. They estab- 
lished popular rule first in local affairs, by means of direct 
assemblies of the citizens. Thence they extended it to larger 
areas, finding the nearest approach to direct action of the people 
in action by their chosen representatives — a method which 
finally had to be adopted, even for local government, in more 
populous places. In America direct popular government in 
the town meeting and representative government in the state 
and nation have both existed in more thoroughgoing and 
more successful form than anywhere else in the world. The 
countries of continental Europe have been more slowly ripen- 
ing for democratic government. Beginning with the local gov- 
ernments, where popular control is easiest and meets least 
hindrance from established aristocratic and monarchic power, 
they have introduced the representative system, already flour- 
ishing on Anglo-Saxon soil, and have made the representative 
body the central power. The contention of those who would 
restore the council in our cities to its proper place of authority 
is, not that we introduce some foreign innovation, but that we 
revert to our own original principles — principles to which we 
still adhere in our state and national governments, but from 
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which we have been departing in municipal governments, while 
our cousins over the sea have been adopting them from our 
earlier examples. 

It is not incumbent upon those who believe thus in increas- 
ing the power of the council in America to present any definite 
and detailed plan of municipal organization. They do not 
necessarily urge the complete centralization of authority in 
that body or prescribe its precise relations to the executive 
and its precise form of organization. There need be advocated 
no sudden break with the past — no immediate and complete 
abandonment, for instance, of the principle of the separation 
of executive from legislative power. As to all such questions 
of detail, there may be well-founded differences of opinion. 
These can be settled later, when broader questions have been 
determined. To discuss them now would only distract atten- 
tion from the main issue and weaken the fundamental argu- 
ment. The real question is as to the tendency which shall be 
followed, the ultimate goal which shall be sought. To which 
point of the compass shall we set our faces? Shall we go 
further in the direction of concentrating all authority and 
responsibility in the mayor alone? shall dictatorship be our 
ideal of municipal organization ? Or shall we seek to increase 
the power of the representative assembly ; not necessarily to 
make it the one all-controlling power, but at least to give to it 
the decision of broad discretionary matters and a proper amount 
of influence over the general administration ? This is the ques- 
tion. It amounts, after all, to the question whether we shall 
turn our steps in the direction of popular control of municipal 
government or away from it — toward democracy or toward 
monarchy. 

E. Dana Durand. 
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